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To build up a library is to create a life. It’s never just a random collection of books.
– Carlos María Domínguez

Remember technology does not make good work. You can still write a poem on a brown paper bag, and
haiku is just as profound as the pyramids.
– James Turrell
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ABSTRACT

Most cultural institutions are housed in
one of two kinds of architecture: either to
show off the structure or building style or
to appreciate the preciousness and identity
of the object(s) it contains. The first kind
focuses more on the architecture itself, and
its function is not defined by the outside
appearance. For the second kind, the
architecture aims to serve as a support or
pedestal, where the form is a result of needs
based on different objects contained.

to make people aware of the greatness of
physical books and create spaces for the
appreciation of books. Even in the future
when technology continues to develop,
physical books must still be the one thing
that we never abandon, and public libraries
are responsible for being at the forefront of
defense. Libraries should not simply place
books on monotonous shelves; instead, they
should be carefully designed to relate back
to the essence of the objects within.

For libraries, architecture should never be
the protagonist. Libraries should champion
the aura of books, just as museums exhibit
their collections. Physical books are not
only the media for knowledge, but also
nourishment for the mind and witness of
history -- they are pieces of art. As a facility
that curates collections of both physical and
digital resources, it is the library’s mission

The role of the building should define
its form. It is not the meaning of the
architecture to show off hierarchy or make
a broad statement. Instead, architecture
should support its contents, in this case
physical books, providing spaces that
amplify the beauty of the analog, and
awaken the ritual of reading. These ideas
are demonstrated through intervention

within the Fox Point Library of Providence,
RI, where a rotated piece of existing building
is transformed into a “book mountain”,
emphasizing its specialness and hierarchy.
Reading lounges and community areas are
largely expanded, providing comfortable
spaces with natural light and open views.
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THESIS MOTIVATION

The Impact of Technology

The Ultimate Task of Libraries

When we do research today, how many
people went straight to the library to find
materials and how many people went
on-line for answers? I will say mostly
the second one. Internet and digital
technology have became an indivisible
part of our lives and it’s changing our
way of living completely.

With the rise of technology and appearance
of e-books, the market of paper books has
gone through a series of decline, resulting
in changing reading habits for certain
people, and decrease of physical collections
in public libraries. As a result, the public
library system shifted towards a technology
and community orientated model,
dedicating more spaces for community
development, and expanding more and
more services on-line. Indeed, it is important
for public libraries to serve for the people,
and advance community development and
civic engagement, but what’s in the center
of library spirit is still book -- physical books.
How to design spaces that could recall
the attitude of reverence towards paper
books, and make people be immersed in the
atmosphere of books is a challenge we
are facing.

If someone would live without physical
books for a month, it seems not too hard
to achieve; but if someone ask you to
live without your phone or computer for
one month, most people will probably
say that’s impossible. We are entering
in to a digital era, and digital service
has built deeply into our daily lives. We
order food on-line, shop on-line, get taxi
or Uber on-line, read on-line... And it’s
not even an exaggeration to say that we
would probably survive by just looking
at the screen and order all we want from
on-line services.
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Different from digital media, the greatness
of physical books is that they can build
emotional connections and create spiritual
communication with readers. When you
hold the physical book in hand, you felt the
history behind this book -- from when it’s
brand new to all the different readers it has
gone through. As a result, it’s not only the
physical books a library is keeping, but it is
also the preciousness of stories and histories
behind those books.
The earliest “physical book” can be
traced back to the Shang Dynasty where
inscriptions were carved on bones or
tortoise shells. When we look at them today,
although not everyone can read what it’s
saying, we will be impressed by the cultural
deposits and history the piece is carrying.
Similarly, when someone is surrounded by
millions of books, the massive volume of
physical book creates this visual impact that

we feel so tiny and insignificant. This might
be achievable by digital media, but the
internal connection will be hard to mimic.
This is the reason why we should always
appreciate physical books, and it should
never be substituted by technology.
As a facility that is dedicated specifically
for books, it is the library’s mission to make
people aware of the greatness of physical
books and create spaces that appreciate
books. Even in the future when technology
continues to develop, physical books should
still be and must still be the one thing that
we never abandon, and public libraries
should always stand at the forefront of
defense. Books should not be simply placed
on monotonous book shelves; instead, they
should be in spaces that were carefully
thought through, relating them back to the
time where they came from.

90 Ives Street, currently houses Fox Point
Library and Providence Boys and Girls
club, with current conditions inadequate
to enhance the experience of reading and
appreciate physical books, is urgent to go
through an intervention. By redesigning the
building, rethinking collections as unified
one, the space will become a new focal
point in the neighborhood, awakening the
desire and awe for printed books. Same
architectural response might be applied
to other public libraries around the U.S. to
generate a new public library model.
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BACKGROUND RESEARCH

HOW PUBLIC LIBRARY IN THE U.S. HAS DEVELOPED

Transforming into Tax-Funded Model

Emerge of early form of library

From the late 1700s to the mid-1800s, it’s the heyday for
subscription libraries, and they spread quickly around
the state.

During the Enlightenment, the rudiment of public library started to
generate, which first came in the form of literary Salons. Salons were
spaces for conversations about art, politics, and literature. This new
form for sharing knowledge and literature quickly gained popularity
and spread in France and Italy.1

But soon after, a new model start to generate. In 1790,
Benjamin Franklin donated a collection of books to a
Massachusetts town. The space that held those donations
then named after his name. This gained huge attention by
the residents, and they voted to say that it should be free
for access and available for every town members. This is
the rudiment for nation’s first public library.

The Subscription Model
During the 1700s, non-religious texts and literacy rates started to
rise, which pushed the transformation from private book clubs (or
early salons) into the subscription model. Under this model, libraries
were funded by membership fees or donations, and collections are
accessible only for members who pay the fee. This model continued
along the history, even in today’s society, there are still subscription
libraries beside large public libraries.2

Figure 3. The Ray Memorial Library in Franklin, Massachusetts.

The first hundred percent tax-supported library was
established in Peterborough, New Hampshire, in 1833. The
first large public library was the Boston Public Library,
founded in 1848.3
Beginning in the late 1890s, central libraries opened
smaller branches which known as community libraries. The
expansion of the branch libraries boomed again in 1962
with the Library Services and Construction Act. Now, there
are more than 7,500 branch libraries in the United States —
almost as many as central public library buildings.4

Figure 2. The woman of the French salons.

Figure 1. The circulating library in scarborough.
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After the Civil War, this new form of public library began
spreading in American towns and cities. “They are defined
as board-governed and tax-funded instead of operated
under a subscription model”.2

1. “A History of US Public Libraries.” A History of US Public Libraries |
DPLA, https://dp.la/exhibitions/history-us-public-libraries.
2. “A History of US Public Libraries.”

Figure 4. A photo of the Boston Public Library

1. “A History of US Public Libraries.” A History of US Public Libraries
| DPLA, https://dp.la/exhibitions/history-us-public-libraries.
2. “A History of US Public Libraries.”
3. “A History of US Public Libraries.”
4. “A History of US Public Libraries.”
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TODAY’S PUBLIC LIBRARY

LIBRARY AS INFRASTRUCTURE

Today, in the context of United States, public library is
still a tax-based system. It is open to all people, and free
to access. The sizes of public libraries also varies from
big public libraries to small community libraries.

In the article Library as Infrastructure,
written by Shannon Mattern, it closely
examines the role of public library under
the influence of technology and changing
reading habit. “What ideas, values and
social responsibilities can we scaffold
within the library’s material systems — its
walls and wires, shelves and servers?”1

As we enter into the digital era, services are not
restrained in the traditional way any more. Services have
expanded on-line, creating library websites, apps, online catalogs and other interactive elements.1
Aside from digital services, the space quality of public
libraries have also been rethought. Diverging from silent
reading rooms, public libraries have included more and
more collaborative spaces, with large open tables, big
sitting stairs, work stations and so on, which encourages
users to communicate and interact.

Library as Platform

Boston Public Library -- Technology Center

More innovative spaces have also start to appear. For
example large maker’s space, computer labs, spaces for
laser cut and 3D print, and so on. Side services have also
start to appear -- coffee shops, DIY center, broadcast
station... It is no longer just the library, but more towards
social service center and innovation lab.

In the modern society, libraries has been
seen as a symbol of knowledge. It is
expected to host ever-changing social and
symbolic functions. In the 21st century, the
library is defined more and “community
centers”, “public squares”, or “think
tanks”.2 In the article Library as Platform,
David Weinberger said that: “we think
of libraries as “open platforms” — not
only for the creation of software, but also
for the development of knowledge and
community”.3
Library as Social Infrastructure

Figure 5. Seattle Public Library -- Open Interior
1. “A History of US Public Libraries.” A History of US Public Libraries |
DPLA, https://dp.la/exhibitions/history-us-public-libraries.

22

Libraries are “opportunity institutions”.
It’s not only books that people are getting,
but also to access the Internet, to take a
GED class, to get help with job finding,
and seek referrals to other community
resources.4 Some public libraries also
paired up with local schools of groups
to offer more diverse resources and
community activities.

After the impact of natural disasters like
earthquakes, hurricane, flood and so on,
public libraries also act as an important
facility to calm people down and to offer
emergency supplies.
At the same time, the “physical
infrastructure”, which refers to the interior
needs of the space, should be carefully
thought through, and should be restrained
within certain forms, but should base
on priorities and different needs of that
particular library. “The library’s social
infrastructure thus benefits even those who
don’t have an immediate need for its space
or its services”.4
Library as Technological-Intellectual
Infrastructure
Besides all the additional services that a
library is offering, we shouldn’t forget the
library collections. “The way a library’s
collection is stored and made accessible
shapes the intellectual infrastructure of
the institution”.5 Some libraries choose to
compromise on the influence of technology,
reducing physical collections inside the
shared space, and some still appreciate
and insist the existence of books and book
stacks.
The appear of more and more advanced
technology also rises the question that
whether public libraries should dedicate

spaces specifically for technology. For
example hacker labs, game lab and maker
spaces. But at the same time, the author
wonders: “are tools of computational
fabrication really the holy grail of the
knowledge economy?”6
Reading across the Infrastructural Ecology
Libraries should never be trapped chasing
trends, but should have a clear long-term
goal. Barbara Fister, a librarian at Gustavus
Adolphus College, offered her opinion: “
Libraries are not, or at least should not be,
engines of productivity. If anything, they
should slow people down and seduce them
with the unexpected, the irrelevant, the odd
and the unexplainable”.7

1. Mattern, and Shannon. “Library as Infrastructure”,
https://placesjournal.org/article/library-as-infrastructure
/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9oiEvIHg5QIVFIiGCh07ewTBEAA
YASAAEgL8LPD_BwE, (June, 2014)
2. Mattern. “Library as Infrastructure”.
3. David Weinberger, “Library as Platform,” https://www.
libraryjournal.com/?detailStory=by-david-weinberger,
(September 4, 2012).
4. Mattern. “Library as Infrastructure”.
5. Mattern. “Library as Infrastructure”.
6. Mattern. “Library as Infrastructure”.
7. Barbara Fister, “Some Assumptions About Libraries,”
Inside Higher Ed (January 2, 2014).
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HOW PEOPLE USE LIBRARIES

HOW PEOPLE USE INTERNET

According to the study of the Pew Research
Center’s Internet & American Life Project1,
53% of Americans visited a library or used
bookmobile in person in the past 12 months.

73% were to borrow print books.

On the opposite, what do people do when
they access Internet in the library? According
to another study of the Pew Research Center’s
Internet & American Life Project1, 26% of
Americans ages 16 and older say they used the
computers there or the WiFi connection to go
on-line.

54% were to research topics that interest them.

Among those people:

49% were to sit, read, and study, or watch or
listen to media.

66% were to research for school or work.

Among those people:

63% were for fun or to pass the time.

46% used library as research database.
41% were related to class, program, or events
for children.
40% were to b
 orrow a DVD or videotape of a
movie or TV show.

21%

23%

73%
31%

47% were to get health information.

26%

36% looked for jobs or applied for jobs.
35%

35% were to visit social networking sites.

36%

26% were to access on-line video.

23% were to attend a meeting of a group to
which they belong.

40%
41%

21% were to attend a class, program, or lecture.
17% were to borrow or download audio books.

46%
49%

16% were to borrow a music CD.
54%

“Library Services in the Digital Age.” Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech (blog), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2013/01/22/library-services/, (January 22, 2013)

24

16%

41% were related to government services.

31% were to read or check out printed
magazines or newspapers.

Among all those percentages, the ones marked
in orange in the chart are closely related to
physical collections.

16% 16%

54% were to access email.

16% 17%

16% were to buy a product.
16% were to pay bills or for on-line banking.
16% were for on-line class or to complete an
on-line certification program.

41%
66%

63%

47%
54%

Among all those percentages, the ones marked
in orange in the chart are closely related to the
scope of knowledge.

“Library Services in the Digital Age.” Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech (blog), https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2013/01/22/library-services/, (January 22, 2013)
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HISTORY OF BOOKS

Clay table is the earliest media
that people write on, and was
used in Mesopotamia. People
would use calamus to carve on
to the clay to make characters.

Bamboo slits are the main
media for writing in China
after the ancient society, they
would be bounded together
by hemp to form a book.

Figure 8

Figure 6

3rd millennium BC

In ancient China, people would
write on bones or shells. It is
the earliest known Chinese
writing, and the characters are
the earliest known Chinese
characters.

1041-1048 AD

Roman Empire

Figure 9
One of the very first format
of book is scroll, widely
used in ancient Egypt
society. It is made from
Papyrus plant, with average
length 14 to 52 feet.

With the introduction
of steam printing,
it shapes the form
of books in the
contemporary era.

With the release of Amazon
Kindle, e-books start to
gain popularity, resulting in
changing reading habits for
certain people.

Figure 12

1st century AD

1250 BC

Figure 7

With the innovation of
woodblock printing, first printing
of books started in China. The
publication of books are able to
go under mass production.

Figure 10

Ancient Egypt

2nd millennium BC
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The Roman created Codex, which
is a formal form of binding book.
They usually have reusable wood
covers and papers contained
inside were made form parchment.

Tang Dynasty
(618 to 907 AD)

Figure 11
Paper was invented in
China this time, which is
evolutionary in terms of
writing media. Paper books
were formed after the
intervention of paper.

E-BOOKS

1971

1820

2007

PHYSICAL BOOKS

Figure 13
The woodblock printing technique
was further advanced into
movable type printing. With the
intervention, people were able to
print different books by using the
same machine.

In 1971, Michael S.
Hart launched Project
Gutenberg and digitized
the U.S. Declaration of
Independence -- the first
E-Book in the world.
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PRINTED BOOKS VS E-BOOKS

FALLING OF E-BOOKS

According to the history of books from previous pages, physical
or printed books has gone through almost two thousand years of
time; whereas e-books only have less than 50 years of history.

According to the Association of American Publishers’ annual
report 2019, publishers of books in all formats made almost $26
billion in revenue last year in the U.S., with print making up $22.6
billion and e-books taking $2.04 billion.1

Throughout two thousand years, physical books has gone through
a series of evolutions, with the development of more and more
advanced book making technologies. Heavy clay, stone and other
natural materials has been substituted with thin, fine papers;
different ways of booking binding could be applied depends on
preference; thousands, millions of books could be printed at one
time, making books easy to access and cheap to own.
Not only the technology of book making has been developed, but
also we’ve learned to design books: what kind of cover design a
book should have, what should be the text size, how many letters
should be contained in one page, what kind of font one book
should use, what should be the layout of each page, what should
be the size of a book... It is those design questions that made each
book unique.
E-Books however, is just a digitalized physical book. People can
put the file on their phone or other digital devices so they don’t
need to carry the physical thing. It is a smart way in terms of easy
access and portability. However, it’s talking our senses and internal
relationships away from books.
Some books aim to be extremely small or big, but as soon as they
got digitalized, everything become the same. One cannot tell how
big the original book is, what kind of paper it is made out of, how
thick is each page... More importantly, not matter how many times
one read a book, the digital version will stay exactly the same
whereas in physical forms, paper would become winkled, colors
will fade away -- there is an indication of passage of time.
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From the data, we can see that still, most people are more willing
to buy physical books instead of e-books. But why is that? Why
didn’t e-books takeover the market?
According to an interview that Meryl Halls, who is the managing
director of the Booksellers’ Association in the U.K., did with CNBC,
she thinks that it’s because books are physically beautiful these
days -- publishers spent a lot of money on designing the book,
and a lot of people treat books as displays, a record of what they
have read. “It’s about decorating your home, it’s about collecting.”2
It’s slowly forming a lifestyle.

Figure 14 - 17. It’s not supposed to be this way.

Physical books also have a sense of randomness: even under mass
production, every copy is still unique, and one can hold the book in
hands as objects, flipping through pages, feel its weight and smell
of print. But for e-books, it’s a different story. E-books are formless.
You can only tell the device that you want to go to certain pages,
and when you are reading, you don’t have a visual sense how much
of the book is left.
On some more advanced devices, readers can change the size of
texts and even fonts. This is even worse because it’s taking away
the designers intention and the only thing left are letters.

Moreover, physical books are treated as an escape from the
digital world. Nowadays, you can do everything on the Internet:
shopping, learning, booking, watching, surfing... It’s at an extreme
point that if someone did not own any digital device, it’s hard for
them to communicate with the rest of the world. And because the
digital world is so overwhelming, when you are just trying to read
a novel, you want to disconnect for a while.
Different from what we might thought, younger generations are
actually the ones that pushes the existence of physical books.
According to Pew Research, 75% of people aged 18 to 29 claimed
to have read a physical book in 2017, higher than the average of
67%.3 Young people love to follow the trends, where nowadays
there’s a rising popularity in analog lifestyle.
But for sure, both forms of books will continue to exist, as they

Figure 18 - 19. Styling Bookcases.

have different characteristics. Some people might prefer one way
more than the other, but most people will continue to follow the
trend, utilizing both formats under different circumstances.

1. Handley, Lucy. "Physical Books Still Outsell E-books - and Here's Why." CNBC.
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/09/19/physical-books-still-outsell-e-books-and-hereswhy.html. (September 19, 2019)
2. Handley, Lucy. “Physical Books Still Outsell E-books - and Here’s Why.” CNBC
(September 19, 2019)
3. Handley, Lucy. “Physical Books Still Outsell E-books - and Here’s Why.” CNBC
(September 19, 2019)
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Project
Site

SITE: EXISTING DOCUMENTATION AND ANALYSIS

THESIS SITE: FOX POINT LIBRARY
Location: 90 Ives Street, Providence, RI

The site is located in east-side Providence, in the Fox
Point neighborhood. This is a waterfront community
where the Providence and Seekonk Rivers converge at
Narragansett Bay.1
Charles
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Early in the history, Fox Point areas are mainly farmlands. However, with the opening of first port in Providence (India Point) in 1680, Fox Point neighborhood
quickly changed to maritime affairs.2

id
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Pr

Elmwood

Green Spaces

90 Ives St (Site)

Residential Buildings

Later on, after the completion of the Boston and Providence Rail Road and regular steamship connections
to ports along the East Coast, Fox Point became an
attractive location for industry.3 This is the time where
this neighborhood had a large rise of immigrants.

Upper South
Providence

Lower South
Providence
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Wayland

Fox Point

Hartford

Commercial Buildings

In this neighborhood, most of housing are still from the
18th and 19th centuries, which kept a lot of historical
characteristics. Somewhat more recent constructions are
located mainly on Ives and Gano Streets, which is close
to the thesis site.

Hope

Mt. Hope

Bus Stop
(Public Transportation)

1. “FOX POINT HISTORY.” n.d. Fox-Point-Na. https://www.fpna.net/foxpoint-history.
2. “Fox Point, Providence, Rhode Island.”. Wikipedia. https://
en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Fox_Point,_Providence,_Rhode_
Island&oldid=904695030.
3. “Fox Point, Providence, Rhode Island.”. Wikipedia. https://
en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Fox_Point,_Providence,_Rhode_
Island&oldid=904695030.

Vartan Gregorian
Elementary School

The thesis site locates in a quiet neighborhood
of Providence -- the Fox Point Neighborhood.
Around the site, almost 90% of the surrounding
buildings are residential town houses, with few
having commercial areas on the ground level.
There are two big public facilities in this area: the
fox point neighborhood center (thesis site) and
the Vartan Gregorian Elementary School. They

are across the street to each other, with some
collaborative programs forming connections
between those two facilities.
The transportation is very convenience at the
site. The 94 bus have stops right in front of the
site, which takes people to east-side market
place as well as Kennedy Plaza, which is the
transition hub located downtown Providence.
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The average education level
in Providence is pretty high,
mostly high school grad and
above, with rather close ratio
between male and female.

USER GROUP ANALYSIS - PROVIDENCE DEMOGRAPHICS
Providence Educational Attainment by Sex (over 25)
Male

Fox Point, Providence demographics
White
Asian
Hispanic

Data source: United States Census Bureau

Two or More Races

Female

African American
Other

15,000
The demographics of Fox Point,
Providence is rather diverse,
although white still takes more
than half of the portion.

10,000
Fox Point, Providence Age Groups
Under 10 years
10 to 17 years
18 to 24 years
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In terms of age group, most
population in Fox Point, Providence
are young adults, adults, and
elderlies, with rather equal divide
between female and male.
Data source: Niche.com Inc.
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WHY THIS SITE?

BUILDING ANALYSIS - MATERIALITY

The Fox Point Library is particularly intriguing
because it almost serves as a negative model
for public libraries -- although the building itself
contains several different building blocks, the
library only took up the basement level, which is
extremely small and is lack of communication from
the street level. Since it’s in the basement, there is
no windows all the way around, and the ceiling is
also relatively low.
As a result, this result in a fairly compact space
with no access to the natural light, and it did not
generate comfortable user space for the library.
This characteristics of the space to me means that a
renovation is urgently needed here.
Another interesting point for this site is that the
library co-lives with the Providence Boys and
Girls Club -- both of the two programs serves as
community developers, but in the current condition,
they are completely separated. It is the design
problem that needs to be accommodated in the
renovation.
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The building materiality is rather common -concrete foundation with brick exterior. Since
the building is built on a slant site, a clear zigzag shape of the foundation is visible on the
outside in order to fit the existing typography.
Although brick is a fairly common building
material, they way that fox point library uses
a mix of different colored bricks makes the
building distinctive. The mosaic effect leads to
a more vivid feeling. At the same time, it fits
well with the surrounding landscape.
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Boys and Girls Club

CURRENT FUNCTIONS

SURROUNDING: similar building structures

Currently, the building houses both Providence
Boys and Girls Club and Fox Point Library. The
Providence Boys and Girls Club takes over all
the ground and second level spaces, where the
Fox Point Library only lives in the basement.

Brick buildings are not common in this
neighborhood. As I was walking through the
neighborhood, I was only able to find four
of them: Fox Point Library (Site), Vartan
Gregorian Elementary School, Portuguese
Sporting Club, and Fox Point Manor. (From
left to right).

Although both of the two functions are
community based, and open to the public,
there is absolutely no connection between the
two architecturally. The two functions have
different entrance doors, but there is no clear
sign on the site for directions.
Fox Point Library

Furthermore, the library is located in the
basement, but the direct entrance are
introduced with two staircases. The only
elevator in the building is under the control of
Providence Boys and Girls Club. However due
to the different operating hours of the two
organizations, it is very hard for ADA access.

Interestingly, the ones that exists has a lot
in common. Three out of four only have one
level above ground, with very little space
dedicated to window. They all have a flat
roof and is rectangular in shape. Moreover,
the four buildings are all for public uses
instead of for private business.

SURROUNDING: common building styles
The most common building style in this
neighborhood is townhouse style. They are
rather similar in shape, and mostly painted
white or light colors. Some of the houses
have stone/brick base, some do not. They
all have rectangular windows and brick
chimney on top. The first floors are mostly
raised, which mean there is a stair element
in front of the main entrance.
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SUN PATH ANALYSIS

The site of the project locates inside a residential neighborhood.
Most buildings around the site are town houses, and they are all
three floors high or less. As a result, the project site have a good
environment condition in terms of receiving sunlight -- there are no
obstacles around.
However, the existing building did not utilize this advantage for
windows. Instead, the building is almost like a prison with no access
to natural light from the interior. As a result, this is one of the design
challenge that needs to be solved.
The surrounding also brings up a problem in terms of over exposure
on south and west facades. Intervention should consider ways to
bring natural light into the space but at the same time providing
flexible protections on south and west facades; so the afternoon sun
light won’t over exposure the interior with uncomfortableness.
Sun Path, Site Concentrated -- Summer at noon
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Sun Path, Site Concentrated -- Winter at noon
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SITE DOCUMENTATION
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Basement Level Floor Plan
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Ground Level Floor Plan
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Front Elevation (Looking North)

Right Elevation (Looking West)

Back Elevation (Looking South)

N
Second Level Floor Plan
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Left Elevation (Looking East)
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DESIGN PHASE I

BOOK IS THE SPIRIT OF A LIBRARY

ARCHITECTURE AS PEDESTAL

In today’s public library system, services
have branched out to a lot of new areas,
taking advantage of technology. This has
been seen as the faith and trend for library
development.

The idea of architecture as pedestal is that
the architecture should share the same
language with the exhibits or objects
contained. Visitors or users should be able
to tell both standing from outside and from
the interior that the building and interior is
specially designed to magnify the spirit of
the objects.

It is a good thing that library adapt and
follow the step of the society, so it will not
be left behind. However, what we must
always keep in mind is that no matter how
advanced the technology becomes, or how
far the branches stretch, books will always
stand in the middle of everything else. It
is the designer’s mission to elaborate the
importance of books.

Physical Books, Magazines,
Newspapers, Journals, etc.

Films, Video Tapes,
Photography
“Digital Collection”

Classes / workshops
in different areas
e.g. computer
softwares, job
finding, tax, etc.

Online servises
like online
database,
library info,
mobile app, etc.

Other co-living
servises like
community
center, learning
center, etc.

Flexible interior
spaces to encourage
collaboration.
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PRESIDENT - THE OLIVETTI
SHOWROOM

walls reflect light through the space and
open the narrow showroom.1

PRESIDENT - BEINECKE RARE
BOOK & MANUSCRIPT LIBRARY

Architect: Carlo Scarpa
Location: Venice, Italy
Project Year: 1958

Use of materials and interior patterns also
well reflects the era of typewriters, bring
visitors into the atmosphere of the time
period where those typewriters are at their
peak of popularity.

Architect: Gordon Bunshaft (SOM)
Location: New Haven, CT
Project Year: 1963

Although this project is not library
related, the fact that the space is
designed specifically for the exhibits
(in this case typewriters), it is a great
example for architecture as pedestal.
When the visitors enter the space,
there’s a long, dark alley which opens to
a jewel box. The showroom feels light
and comfortable by a series of addition
of windows. Carlo Scarpa also plays
with interior transparencies, which adds
senses of depth into the space. Glass
tiled floors and limited smooth stone

This early example of academic library has
given a good statement on how we should
treat physical books.

There are a lot of shape elements inside the
space, (for example rectangles and ovals)
which correlates to each other, forming a
general interior language. Those shapes
also responds to the physical characters of
typewriters, which closely tied architecture/
interior with the exhibits (typewriters).

Thin marble sheets were used on the facade,
creating amazing texture and at the same
time allow the right amount of light into the
space. Since it is a space for rare book and
manuscript, the amount of light coming into
the space is carefully calculated.
The central book tower with a case running
around it, provides secure and controlled
space for books.

1. “AD Classics: Olivetti Showroom / Carlo Scarpa.”
ArchDaily. http://www.archdaily.com/155074/ad-classicsolivetti-showroom-carlos-scarpa/. (August 24, 2011)

Figure 28 - 31. Olivetti Showroom.
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The overall design can be seen as
creating smaller grids inside existing
grids, which creates a stunning visual
effect with parallel lines running from
the floor to the ceiling.
The architecture was also a masterpiece. Instead of having a building
block, the structure is lifted from the
ground, creating this “floating folly”1.
This removes the sense of heaviness
that stacks of books are creating.

1. Fiederer, Luke. “AD Classics: Beinecke Rare Book
& Manuscript Library / Gordon Bunshaft (SOM)”.
https://www.archdaily.com/65987/ad-classicsbeinecke-rare-book-and-manuscript-libraryskidmore-owings-merrill, (August 01, 2017).

Figure 24 - 27. Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library.
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PRESIDENT - BOOK MOUNTAIN

NEGATIVE PRESIDENT - TIANJIN BINHAI LIBRARY

Architect: MVRDV
Location: Spijkenisse, Netherlands
Project Year: 2012

Architect: MVRDV + Tianjin Urban Planning and Design Institute
Location: Tianjin, China
Project Year: 2017

This visually impressive project uses the metaphor of
mountain to emphasis the power of physical books. Said by
the architect: “This project is both an advertisement and an
invitation for reading, Book Mountain is a monument to the
power and pleasure of reading”.1

In this project, instead of having traditional uniform bookshelves,
the designers embedded bookshelves into the architecture it self,
resulting in this terraced typology like form, which the designer
call bookcase cascade.1The cascade not only holds books, but also
defines circulation. Stairs are built within the structure itself, and the
different levels act as seatings at the same time.

By creating stunning visual effect from the outside, the
designer is trying to attract people into the space and
hence emphasis the experience of reading.
The bookshelves used in the library are made by recycled
flowerpots. This is another metaphor towards the
agriculture background of Spijkenisse. This is a great way
to relate the architecture to the history of a place.

However, this project is a negative example for public libraries. It’s
emphasizing on the architecture form, without really considering the
needs of the space. More than 50% of the books on the cascade are
fake ones, because they are too high in the space for people to get
access. Also, users find uncomfortable sitting on the cascade as it at
the same time interferes with the circulation.
1. “Book Mountain.” MVRDV. https://www.mvrdv.nl/projects/126/book-mountain.

Figure 20 - 23. M.I.. Bookstore.
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1. “Tianjin Binhai Library”, MVRDV, https://www.mvrdv.nl/projects/246/
tianjin-binhai-library.

Figure 32 - 34. Tianjin Binhai Library.
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SUPERPOSITION
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BUILDING ANALYSIS - COMPOSITION
The building is composed of 5 different “blocks”, each with different
shapes, and different building heights. Three of the blocks are only
one story high, whereas the other two are extruded upwards and
downwards to create a second floor and a basement.

There are also two elements that are added and subtracted from
the site: the staircase at the front and the courtyard next to the
building. Both of the two elements are painted white, distinct form
the original structure. However, it is very hard to tell which should be
considered the “front entrance” of the structure, since the building
is positioned in a way that it does not have much communication to
the pedestrian.

The building blocks are interconnected with each other, and they are
all build at one time with the same material. The shape of the building
blocks came out of the function. The left hand side and right hand
side rectangular boxes house a basketball court and a swimming pool,
which requires higher ceiling heights, whereas other blocks are for
general use.

Moreover, there is no window all the way around (except three very
small ones, but they are only for the office). This made the building
even more “mysterious” and not welcoming.

+

Overall Building Shape
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Individual Building Blocks

Building Blocks with Different Heights

-

Staircase and Courtyard Acting as Two Added Elements
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REUSE ATTITUDE
It is not a precious building. The building blocks were built in 1980s,
all at the same time. There’s also no historical value to this building.
As a result, design decisions were made based on the function of
the building -- library. What should be the characteristics of a library
building? How would the space look like in order to offer unique
reading experience?
Idea of “Book Mountain”
One of the key intervention is to utilize the rotated nature of one of
the building blocks, re-purpose it into a new focal point. The “Book
Mountain” aims to impress people with its scale and volume and
elevate the reverence of books. It is called “Book Mountain” because
it is filled with physical collection. The structure also symbolized the
amount of knowledge that’s contained in books.
Concept Model: Book Mountain
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CONCEPT MODEL - BUILDING INTERVENTION

The most urgent problem that needs to be solved is to improve the
building’s relationship with the street. The existing structure has
the entrance hidden and set back. As a library, the building should
not give a feeling of isolation. Instead, it should create a welcoming
environment, drawing people into the space. The building should
also have a strong visual connection with the street so that it can
promote its existence.
These concept models explores different possibilities to extend
the building back to the street but at the same time keeping its
original building characteristics. Different building materials were
represented by different model making materials. The existing
building blocks were represented by solid chipboard, where they will
remain solid with the original brick structure. For the new facade,
it is explored with different shapes as well as building materials.
(transparent verses translucent)
Among those explorations, the rectangular addition seems to work
best. This proposal maximizes the portion of facade to be against
the pedestrian within the property line, and at the same time rejoins
different pieces of the building left. With everything else lined up
regularly, the rotated piece is emphasized in this case, highlighting
its specialness and importance.
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CONCEPT MODEL - BOOK MOUNTAIN

This concept model explores the detail of the “Book Mountain” -how to compose the shelves in a way that contents being placed
inside can be accessible but at the same time brings more diversity
to the space.
Since the book shelves are also structural members that hold up
the book mountain, it is the designer’s mission to make them
structurally stable but at the same time fulfills the functional needs
for a public library.
The photo on the left shows a detailed structure proposed for
the book mountain. By dividing the structure into equal sections,
breakouts can be created, acting as reading booths to mitigate
the sense of overwhelming on the amount of books contained.
They also offers spaces for people to take a break while admiring
the collections. The openings also provides visual connections for
contents contained inside the book mountain.
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CONCEPT DIAGRAM

PE
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The intervention is rather simple. To fully utilize the existing
building characteristics with interventions trying to follow the same
language, result in best building performance for a public library.

PEDESTRI

AN

Step1:1:Remove
Removecentral
centralbuilding
building
Step
block so the rotated piece at the
block so the rotated piece at the
front stands out.
front stands out.
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Step
Trim
thethe
rotated
piece
so
Step1: 2:
Trim
rotated
piece
that only the lower level and front
so that only the lower level and
walls are kept.
front walls are kept.

Step
Step3:3:Offset
Offsetthe
theboundary
boundary o
 f the
of the rotated piece, provide new
rotated piece, provide new focal
focal point with a book mountain.
point with a book mountain.

Step 4:
4: Rejoin
Step
Rejoin the
the site
site by
by adding
adding aa
facade system to create transparent
facade system to create transparent
connection to the street.
connection to the street.
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DESIGN PHASE II

PLAN - LOWER LEVEL
The lower level part of the building is 100% existing. With the
building program repositioned from library to homeless shelter and
community clinic.
As a important community facility, public libraries always had
problems with homeless people -- is there a way to embrace those
people but at the same time keeping the security of the building?
In this intervention, with the advantage of separate entrances, the
lower level can be operated independently. With the co-existence
of clinic, the space is taking care of the physical and mental health
of homeless party. At the same time, the clinic can also be utilized
by the neighborhood, bringing homeless people back into the
community so they do not become a isolated group.
The existing courtyard is also renovated with more seating and
green plants. The existing staircase is kept, with the addition of
ramp to solve the ADA access problem. This will be a nice place to
hangout, and make new connections.

UP
UP

UP
UP

Homeless Shelter

N

N

Staff Only
Community Clinic
Utility

680

10 FT

50 FT

100 FT

0

10 FT

50 FT

100 FT

69

0

10 FT

50 FT

100 FT

PLAN - GROUND LEVEL
The ground floor is the most important part in the whole design. It
gives people their first impression while they first enter the building,
and will then guide people toward different areas.
The entrance is slightly pulled away from the street line, creating a
sense of welcoming. Right next to the entrance, a small cafe area
were added with the new facade system. The cafe brings a more
dynamic space were people are free to hangout, even if they are not
here for books.

UP
UP

The focal point is the book mountain. With the rotated nature of
the building block, the book mountain announces its specialness
to every cover of the library. The book mountain also helps define
different areas -- entrance, main collection space, and study areas.

UP
UP

Towards the back inside the existing structures, are spaces
dedicated to different age groups: community spaces, teenager’s
libraries, and children’s libraries. The community spaces is purposely
arranged in the very left hand side, to have the part of the building
to be able to close off, and the space can still function after the
library’s hours.

UP
UP

UP

UP

Book Mountain
Cafe
Children’s Library

N

DN

UP

DN

N

Teenager’s Library

DN

Community Spaces
Utility
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PLAN - SECOND LEVEL
The book mountain extends to the second level, with more lounge
spaces and pedestals for exhibition. A slightly ramped bridge
connects the existing building with the book mountain. On the
bridge, there are bench seatings where people can take a rest and
overlook the whole library space down below.
On the other end of the bridge is a extended platform with
exhibition spaces. To curate the exhibitions, it can be a collaboration
program with the neighborhood that people can offer ideas on what
they want to exhibit, and how they want to engage the community.

DN

DN

DN

Over inside the existing building, the spaces are divided into
staff only areas with offices, staff lounge and workrooms as well
as community areas. The community areas provides spaces for
computer classes, meeting spaces, study spaces, as well as book
binding workshop and studio spaces.

DN

DN

The workshop space and studio space are purposely put next to
each other in the center of the building to show off its existence,
and bring new experience for people with physical books.

Book Binding Studio
Exhibition Platform
DN

UP

Book Mountain

UP

Staff Only

N

Children’s Library

N

Community Spaces
Utility
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DIFFERENT EXPERIENCE WITH BOOKS: READ, EXPLORE, MAKE AND APPRECIATE

Regular collections, newspapers,
Regular collections, newspapers, magazines, periodicals:
magazines, periodicals:
These collections are easy to access. People are free to
These collections are easy to access.
check them out and read. These collections rotates among
People are free to check them out
the community libraries.
and read. These collections rotates
among the community libraries.
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Rare collections, historical documents:
Rare collections, historical documents:
These collections are arranged inside
These collections live inside the “book mountain”, which is
the “book mountain”, which is elevated
elevated to create hierarchy. They are only accessible inside
to create a hierarchy. The collections are
the library, but are still available to everyone.
only accessble inside the library, but are
still available to eveyone.

Precious books, handmade books,
Precious books, handmade books, books for exhibition:
books for exhibitoin:
These books are exhibited inside a glass case for people to
These books are exhibied inside a
appreciate. They are exhibited at eye-level to minimize the
glass case for people to appreciate.
sense of distance.
They are exhibited at eye-level to
minimize the sense of distance.

Book Binding Workshop and Studio:
People can not only find books they love in the library,
but can also DIY their own books. The process of making
enhances the relationships between books and people.
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LONG SECTION
The book mountain emphasizes its hierarchy and specialness by
elevating itself 3.5 feet above the ground plane. People have to use
the staircase or the ramp to access the book mountain, which gives
a sense of ceremony.

Community Center
& Staff Offices

Children’s Library

Teenager’s Library

Cafe

Main Entry &
Periodicals

Exhibition
Space

Book
Mountain

The bridge also advocates the connection to the second floor. It
not only enhances circulation, but also provides places to sit and
overlook the main collection area, tying the spaces all together.
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Main Library
Space

Courtyard
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DETAILED SECTION A - RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN BOOK MOUNTAIN AND THE LOWER LEVEL

Book Mountain

Second level bookcases have a transparent
glass backing to allow visual connection
from the main library space.

There are big openings embedded inside
the book mountain on the outer layer. They
act as seating units, and at the same time
provides visual connections to the outside.

Display units around the corners,
with a sheet of glass in the front
protecting books inside.
Main Library

3.5’ Above
Ground Level
Homeless Shelter + Clinic
(was the former library)

As the existing building provides a height
difference, translucent windows were added
to bring natural light into the lower level and
at the same time preserve visual privacy.

Community Center
& Staff Offices

Children’s Library

Teenager’s Library

Cafe

Main Entry &
Periodicals

Exhibition
Space

The book mountain is dedicated to the
rare and special collections as well as local
historical documents. The bookshelf in the
lower level is a extension that ties the two
spaces together.
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Book
Mountain

Main Library
Space

Courtyard
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DETAILED SECTION B: CHILDREN’S LIBRARY & CAFE

The Cafe has a lowered ceiling. Instead
of solid material, a hollowed steel frame
is used, providing flexibility to the
pendant lighting fixtures.

The children’s library also has a
lowered ceiling, so the height of the
space is not overwhelming.

The second floor is a more “secret”
space, where kids can find their own
“hubs”. All furniture have wheels
attached at the bottom so they can be
moved freely.

The two central bookcases forms
a little amphitheater in the middle,
providing spaces to read, chat, and
gather. It can also act as a stage during
story telling events.

Community Center
& Staff Offices

Children’s Library

Teenager’s Library

Cafe

Main Entry &
Periodicals

Exhibition
Space

Book
Mountain

Most furniture, including the staircase
are designed to have curved edges in
order to improve safety for children.
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Main Library
Space

Courtyard
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EAST ELEVATION

Extended roof structure to
prevent excessive sunlight
on the west facade.

Existing Brick Wall,
extended into lower
level with signage.

Main entrance recessed
back from the pedestrian.

Translucent facade panels. Allow
natural light but at the same time
remain private.

Transparent facade panels.
Allow visual connection from
the pedestrian.

FOX POINT LIBRARY
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SOUTH ELEVATION

Existing residential house
and garage next door.
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Extended roof structure to
prevent excessive sunlight
on the west facade.

Transparent facade panels.
Allow visual connection from
the pedestrian.

Existing Brick Wall,
extended into
basement level.

Translucent facade panels.
Allow natural light but at the
same time remain private.
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EXPLODED ISOMETRIC

The book mountain is the focal point of not
only the space but also the whole design
concept. The structure provides different
ways to store books: to be places on shelves
for general access, to be placed behind
sheets of glass for appreciation, and to be
placed inside specially designed pedestals
to form an exhibition.
The different ways of seating embedded
inside the structure also introduces different
ways that people can approach the
collections. But at the same time, seatings
will not be too formal so people will not feel
a sense of distance.
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VIEW FROM THE ENTRANCE

88

89

LOOKING AT THE BOOK MOUNTAIN
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ON THE BRIDGE
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CONCLUSION

Technology is changing our life vastly. Our phones, laptops, cameras
and other digital devices are constantly in the circle of renewal, due
to the frequent update of technology. It’s such a fickle industry that
we have no idea what the world will be like in 10 years. However,
books are different. They are tangible, and constant. Once the book
is printed, one can keep it for their entire life. Some people love to
make notes on their books, and that copy becomes a unique one.
Books hold traces of usage, and every time you see them, they
remind you with the stories they are carrying, and bring you back to
the time they are from.
Public libraries, as facilities dedicated specifically for books, should
always be the place to champion books, to advocate the aura of
physical books. Different from bookstores, they are free to enter,
and open to the public, which means they are carrying more
responsibilities. It should be the beacon of lifestyle, telling the
beauty of physical books, instead of being vacillated by unknown
future. The mission is never to catch up with technology, which is
thought to be the look of future world.
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